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The first postdoctoral association was launched in the United States 13 years ago. Although 
postdoctoral associations have made tremendous progress toward improving the lives of 
postdoctoral fellows, their job is not finished yet.Ora Weisz’s experience as a gradu-
ate student at Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity in Baltimore, Maryland, was 
first rate, so she had no reservations 
about staying at Hopkins in 1990 for 
a postdoctoral fellowship. But despite 
her general satisfaction with the post-
doc, she quickly discovered a down-
side to her new position. As a gradu-
ate student, she had parking, health 
insurance, and a gym pass, but as a 
postdoc she was denied access to 
nearby parking and was forced to pay 
for benefits like insurance and gym 
privileges. Worse yet, Weisz’s post-
doctoral stipend amounted to less 
than she had received as a graduate 
student. Discussing these issues with 
other postdocs at Johns Hopkins, she 
discovered that she was not alone. 
“We really felt disenfranchised,” recalls 
Weisz, now an associate professor at 
the University of Pittsburgh. In 1993, 
Weisz and a small group of postdocs 
banded together to form what would 
become the Johns Hopkins University 
Postdoctoral Association (JHPDA), 
the first organization of its kind in the 
United States.
Benefits were just one of their 
concerns. “We were struck by the 
fact that there was really no guid-
ance for postdocs,” says Atul Varad-
hachary, the association’s founding 
 president. “Nobody even knew how 
many research postdocs there were,” 
he says. So the first step the JHPDA 
took was to survey the university’s 
postdocs to find out who they were 
and to tally their concerns. It turned 
out that they numbered more than 
200 in the medical school alone, 
and the survey illuminated disturbing 
disparities in their stipends, includ-
ing the fact that some were not get-
ting paid at all. And stipends were only the beginning. Personal safety, 
health insurance, future job place-
ment, and parking also ranked high 
among respondents’ worries. After 
the survey, “We called an informal 
meeting to talk about the issues, and 
almost 100 people showed up. That’s 
when it became clear that the prob-
lems were deeper than we realized,” 
says Varadhachary, who now serves 
as the president and chief operating 
officer of the biotechnology company 
Agennix in Houston, Texas.
Initially, the association focused on 
building a community for postdocs, 
but they soon recognized that they 
needed institutional support as well. 
“We realized there was a limit to how 
much we could help ourselves. If 
someone is making $5,000 per year, 
no amount of networking will help,” 
says Varadhachary. The group turned 
to Levi Watkins, Jr., associate dean for 
postdoctoral programs at the Johns 
Hopkins University Medical School, 
for assistance. Watkins lent a sym-
pathetic ear. “At that time, every other 
group at the university had an organi-
zation. Postdocs were the only ones 
not represented,” he says. “I told them, 
hey—you guys are at the back of the 
bus, and I mean the educational bus, 
not just at Hopkins, but in America,” 
says Watkins, an African-American 
who participated in the Montgomery 
bus boycotts of the 1950s.
Much has changed since the launch 
of the JHPDA 13 years ago. Thanks to 
the group’s work, postdoctoral fellows 
at Hopkins now receive health insur-
ance, dental benefits, and uniform sti-
pends based on salary scales set by 
the National Institutes of Health. Satel-
lite parking allows fellows to avoid dan-
gerous neighborhoods near the medi-
cal school, the JHPDA maintains a Cell 124, Fhandbook to guide postdocs through 
their fellowships, and a professional 
development office offers training in 
skills such as grant writing. But creat-
ing a voice for postdocs may be the 
JHPDA’s biggest accomplishment of 
all, says Watkins. “That voice didn’t 
exist anywhere in America before 
then,” he says.
Postdoctoral associations have 
blossomed at about 120 institutions 
across the United States. In 2003, 
a small group of association lead-
ers formed the National Postdoctoral 
Association (NPA) to act as an advo-
cate at the national level and to facili-
tate networking and information shar-
ing across institutions. Seed money 
for the NPA came from a grant from 
the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. The 
NPA developed a list of recommended 
practices for postdoctoral fellows, 
says Alyson Reed, the group’s Wash-
ington DC-based executive director. 
These practices include minimum 
stipends, structured mentoring, and 
a standardized orientation process. 
Currently, about 50 institutions have 
adopted at least a portion of these 
practices, she says.
“In the last five years, there has been 
an incredible amount of growth in the 
number of postdoctoral associations 
and offices,” says Reed. “This is a 
zeitgeist,” says Crispin Taylor, execu-
tive director of the American Society of 
Plant Biologists and a member of the 
NPA advisory board. “There is increas-
ing recognition among universities that 
there are benefits to professionalizing 
the postdoc, whether for competitive 
reasons or to increase the university’s 
output,” he says. A recent survey of 
postdoctoral fellows conducted by the 
Sigma Xi Scientific Research Society 
in Research Triangle Park, NC, found ebruary 10, 2006 ©2006 Elsevier Inc. 445
that postdoctoral productivity is mark-
edly higher at universities that have 
postdoctoral associations than at 
those without such groups. The sur-
vey also turned up two strong predic-
tors of a positive postdoc experience: 
a measure of structured oversight 
and access to professional develop-
ment opportunities, both of which are 
included in the NPA’s list of recom-
mended practices.
Exactly which functions an associa-
tion provides varies from institution to 
institution. But the current glut of PhDs 
relative to jobs has placed career 
counseling in high demand. “Postdocs 
are often looking at careers in worlds 
that their PI can’t mentor them in. A 
postdoctoral association can provide 
resources for looking into careers 
in nontraditional areas,” says Weisz. 
At New York University (NYU), for 
example, the postdoctoral association 
holds a biannual career symposium to 
expose postdoctoral fellows to careers 
outside of academia. “We’ve made 
postdocs more aware of the options 
that are open to them,” says Chris 
Blagden, founding member of the 
NYU postdoctoral association. “Some 
people are interested in industry, but 
they don’t have much in the way of 
contacts. We bring people in from 
industry to tell us what kind of skills 
and experience they’re looking for,” he 
says. These symposia have included 
seminars on technology transfer, pat-
ent law, and science writing.
The JHPDA, meanwhile, is working 
to develop a career training course 
that is specifically for postdoctoral fel-
lows. “The kind of training we get in the 
lab is how to do good science, but that 
doesn’t mean that you can manage a 
lab,” says Simon Williams, the JHPDA’s 
current president. “We’re looking to 
put together courses for postdocs 
who are ready to make the next step,” 
he says. Such programs will include 
leadership and management courses 
to teach skills that could be applied 
to academic careers as well as those 
outside of academia.
But postdoctoral associations can-
not do it all. “Our organization is run by 
postdocs who volunteer our time while 
trying to advance our professional 
situations,” says Williams. “It would 446 Cell 124, February 10, 2006 ©2006 Ebe nice to have a dedicated staff that 
would cater specifically to the postdoc 
needs,” he says. Dedicated postdoc-
toral offices do exist at other universi-
ties, and they can provide continuity 
and support that an association, with 
its volunteer members who typically 
move on after a few years, cannot, 
says Reed.
Unlike postdoctoral associations, 
which are generally self-organized 
groups that come together on their 
own, postdoctoral offices are typi-
cally organized by the institution itself 
and supported with a staff and bud-
get. Says Trevor Penning, founder of 
the Biomedical Postdoc Program at 
the University of Pennsylvania, “Our 
postdoctoral office was generated 
in 1996 because concerned fac-
ulty thought the postdocs deserved 
something better.” The program’s first 
mission was to catalog their existing 
postdocs. “We trimmed the number 
of appointment categories from 17 to 
3 and moved to an annual renewal 
option based on funding and satis-
factory performance,” says Penning. 
The office also put into place a five-
year limit on postdoctoral appoint-
ments. “We want our postdocs to 
come and leave,” says Penning. “We 
don’t want them to be looking at this 
position as a permanent job; it’s a 
stepping stone.”
In Europe, the situation for post-
docs appears slightly rosier, at least 
for some issues. “Labor law in most 
EU states provides more protec-
tion for postdocs, more holidays and 
more secondary benefits [than post-
docs receive in the US],” says Peter 
J. Peters, dean of postdoctoral affairs 
at the Netherlands Cancer Institute in 
Amsterdam. He says that although 
salaries for postdoctoral fellows in the 
US often appear higher at first glance, 
these are quickly canceled out by the 
more generous health care and social 
services that postdocs in European 
countries receive.
“The conditions of the postdoc here 
are pretty good,” says Katherine Brown, 
a member of the newly minted post-
doctoral association at the European 
Molecular Biology Laboratory (EMBL) 
in Heidelberg, Germany. EMBL’s asso-
ciation arose from a desire to create lsevier Inc.a community for postdocs, and the 
group is focusing its initial efforts on 
creating a social network and provid-
ing postdocs with career development 
and exposure to career opportunities 
outside of academia. The group is 
also working to get a pension program 
established.
Postdoctoral associations are a 
relatively new phenomena in Europe, 
where very few exist at the moment, 
says Nigel Thrift, Pro-Vice-Chancel-
lor of Research at Oxford University 
in the UK. Thrift recently surveyed the 
League of European Research Univer-
sities (an association of 18 research-
intensive universities) about the ser-
vices they provided to postdoctoral 
fellows. “Nearly every university has 
identified the problems [facing post-
docs], but they’re in different stages of 
finding the solutions,” he says.
The Netherlands Cancer Institute is 
among the leaders. The Institute orga-
nized their first postdoctoral retreat in 
1999, and the annual retreat is thriving. 
The most recent retreat, in October of 
2005, offered workshops in topics 
including “getting funded,” “setting up 
your laboratory,” “setting up collabora-
tions,” “increasing your visibility,” and 
“mentoring and being mentored.”
The Karolinska Institute in Stock-
holm is not far behind the Netherlands 
Cancer Institute. Though they don’t 
have an association specifically for 
postdoctoral fellows, the Karolinska 
Institute has developed a junior fac-
ulty program that includes postdocs 
and is modeled on American postdoc-
toral associations, such as that at the 
 University of Pennsylvania. “We modi-
fied it to Swedish conditions,” says 
coordinator Johanna Bäckström. It’s 
only been around a couple of years, 
but so far the program has estab-
lished mentoring programs, grant writ-
ing courses, travel grants, and social 
activities for its 650 members. They are 
also working with government officials 
to resolve pay and benefits issues.
Despite their successes, postdoc-
toral associations still have plenty of 
work to do. “One of the biggest areas 
where we really need to make prog-
ress is the mismatch between career 
expectations and outcomes. Very few 
people actually get the academic jobs 
they wanted when they finished their 
postdocs,” says Reed. “The PI and 
institution need to be thinking about 
this so we don’t have all these people 
who are using a postdoc as a hold-
ing position because they can’t find 
another job,” she says. “In some ways, 
we’re trying to return the postdoc to its 
roots. It is supposed to be a training 
period and a time of mentorship, not 
just a job whose purpose is to crank out research results for someone else,” 
says Reed. Watkins points to commu-
nication as another area that needs 
work. “It’s been very hard to get PIs 
to do substantive evaluations of their 
postdocs so that the postdocs under-
stand where they stand, how long their 
training will be, and what the expecta-
tions are,” he says.
The Sigma Xi postdoc survey sug-
gested that, in the end, communica-Cell 124, Ftion can make or break a postdoc-
toral fellow’s experience. The people 
who reported the highest satisfaction 
with their postdocs were those who 
had clear expectations that had been 
agreed upon in advance with their 
mentors, says Geoff Davis, a mathe-
matician at Sigma Xi who oversaw the 
survey. “We’ve come a long way, but 
like the civil rights movement, we still 
have a way to go,” says Watkins.ebruary 10, 2006 ©2006 Elsevier Inc. 447
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